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After impressive reductions in total traffic fatalities in the late 1980s and early 1990s,
the traffic fatality trend for the past decade has remained relatively unchanged in the
United States. At the same time, however, motorcycle fatalities have increased at an
alarming rate. State police in Washington and New York, however, are finding new
ways to combat this increasing problem. The diverse strategies these agencies are
implementing reflect the complex nature of the problem they face. Photos courtesy
of the New York State Police.
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Nighttime Seat Belt Enforcement

in Washington State

By Brian A. Ursino, Assistant Chief, Washington State Patrol, Olympia, Washington; and
Jonna VanDyk, Program Manager, Washington Traffic Safety Commission, Olympia, Washington

The state of Washington has consis-
tently been a national leader in seat
belt use, particularly since 2002, when it
became a primary enforcement state and
began participating in the “Click It or
Ticket” (CIOT) public information and
enforcement project. It took Washington
only five years to reach one of the high-
est seat belt use rates in the country, at

96.3 percent.

Four years of Washington crash data
(2002—2005). showed that 38 percent of all
motor vehicle occupants killed were not
wearing their seat belts. This realization
sparked many questions, and as data were
analyzed, the following answers emerged:

e In Washington State, about the same

number of traffic deaths occurred during
the daytime hours as at night, even
though traffic volumes at night were

only 12 to 15 percent of what they were

during the day.

The fatality rate at night was
approximately four times higher
than that during the day.

* The official surveys used in determining
a state’s usage rate were conducted
during daylight hours.

¢ National survey research showed that
seat belt use is typically six to eight
percentage points lower at night than
during the day.

In response to the last point, the Wash-
ington Traffic Safety Commission (WTSC)
conducted daytime and nighttime seat belt
use surveys in October 2006. Its findings
were similar to the national survey research:
nighttime seat belt use was five percentage
points lower than during the day; the differ-
ence was even higher on Saturdays, when
nighttime seat belt use was nine percentage
points lower than during the day.

Difficulty of Nighttime Enforcement
Confronted with these data, Washing-

ton’s traffic safety leaders were faced with

a choice: continue daytime patrols during
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CIOT emphasis periods to focus on the final
4 percent of noncompliant vehicle occu-
pants or shift CIOT operations to the night-
time hours, when use rates were lower and
the nonbelted fatality rate was four times
higher. If the decision were to be based on
data alone, the answer would seem simple.
However, taking operational considerations
into account, moving CIOT operations to
nighttime hours would prove to be a chal-
lenging undertaking.

Despite the challenges, the data
demanded that effective nighttime seat belt
emphasis patrols at least be attempted in
a few locations, that the Washington State
Patrol (WSP) learn from those experiences,
and that any successes be replicated.

WSP Pilot Program

In late 2005, the WSP developed an
operational plan to conduct a nighttime
seat belt emphasis patrol to be executed in
November of that year in the Vancouver
area (southwest Washington). The plan
centered on a stationary, out-of-car visual
observation strategy while placing a pre-
mium on ensuring officer safety. The basic
part of the strategy consists of an observing
officer standing in a well-lit area. Whenever
an unbuckled motorist is seen, the officer
radios to a strategically parked contact offi-
cer, who then makes the stop. For this rea-
son, nighttime seat belt patrols require the
work of several officers.

The results of the first patrol were impres-
sive. In just a four-hour period (6-10 p.m.)
on a Wednesday, one WSP sergeant (acting
as the observer) and four WSP troopers (in
chase cars) generated the following activity:

* Forty-one total contacts

° Twenty-nine seat belt violations

¢ One DUI arrest

e Six drug arrests

* Two warrant arrests (one felony,
one misdemeanor)

* Five arrests for driving with
a suspended license

e Six uninsured-motorist infractions
e Two stolen vehicles recovered

National Demonstration Project

Once the pilot program was completed,
the WSP provided the after-action report
to the WTSC director and the U.S. National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration
(NHTSA) regional administrator in Seattle.
Based on the WSP experience, the WTSC
submitted a proposal to the NHTSA, assert-
ing the following:

* High-risk drivers fail to buckle up
atnight.

* Drivers at greatest risk of serious
crashes also tend to be those who
use seat belts less often.

* There is greater likelihood of social
deviance by those who do not wear seat
belts—for example, outstanding arrest
warrants, drug possession, driving with
suspended/revoked licenses, or driving
while impaired.

* There is a greater prevalence of other
criminal behavior by those who do not
wear seat belts.

As a result of the proposal, the WTSC
received special federal funding for a
demonstration project to organize and
evaluate nighttime seat belt enforcement
(NTSBE) patrols. The purpose of the proj-
ect was to improve nighttime seat belt
use, thereby reducing traffic deaths and
injuries. NTSBE patrols have been funded
with CIOT overtime grants and publi-
cized with earned media and advertising
(see figure 1). Between these large-scale
enforcement campaigns, the WTSC
funds smaller NTSBE projects supported
by earned media publicity.

The demonstration project, as it was
originally conceived, sought to involve
three large-scale statewide CIOT style
mobilizations: May 2007, October 2007,
and May 2008. Research was conducted
before and after each mobilization to iden-
tify any change in seat belt use behavior



Tl ﬂ 6 Seat Belt Patrols
e Now Underway

Click it or Ticket

A message from the Washington Traffic Safety Commission

Figure 1. Screenshot of one of the television commer-
cials run during the CIOT emphasis periods

and to track project results. A research firm
working under an NHTSA contract is con-
ducting the evaluation and is expected to
report in December 2008.

Making the Demonstration Project
Operational Statewide

Since Washington law enforcement
agencies began participating in CIOT
emphasis patrols in 2002, they had
all been based on the daytime, roving
patrol strategy. Therefore, the WTSC
staff anticipated skepticism and pre-
pared an informational overview and
training component that was then
delivered to law enforcement agencies
on a regional basis so that agencies

would buy into the nighttime strategy
and to ensure that they would apply for
nighttime CIOT grants when they were
made available.

Preliminary Results
The first statewide nighttime seat belt
emphasis effort took place in May 2007,
with the participation of 75 police and
sheriff’s agendies, including the WSP. This
effort involved 358 patrols in 358 different
locations, and each patrol consisted of an
average of three officers. Those patrols inter-
cepted the following:
o A total of 706 reckless, aggressive, or
unlicensed drivers
e Atotal of 325 drivers who were either
impaired by alcohol or other drugs or
arrested for a drug or alcohol violation
¢ A total of 182 drivers who were arrested
for criminal behavior (felony arrests,
warrants, or other criminal citations)
e Eight stolen cars
e Fully 4,671 drivers or passengers who
were unbuckled, including children
Officers were surprised at the number of
drivers who were cited for having unbuck-
led children in their cars, but research shows
that people who buckle up are more likely
to make their children buckle up. The corol-
lary to this tendency is that people who fail
to buckle up tend to let their children ride
unbuckled, too.

Police Chief

The City of Winchester, Virginia, popula-
tion of 25,000, is seeking applicants for
Police Chief to supervise, plan and direct
the activities of its 86 employee Police
Department with an operating budget of
$6,500,000. Education and experience
equivalent to bachelor’s degree in law en-
forcement, public administration, or related
area required. Master's degree preferred.
Extensive experience of wide and respon-
sible nature in police service. Should have
extensive knowledge of budgeting, police
operations, and be computer literate. The
successful candidate must possess strong
communication, leadership, organization,
and management skills, as well as proven
integrity working with a community and
Police Department. Experience with a
strong commitment to modern, innovative
policing strategies and problem-oriented
policing is required. Reports to City
Manager. Salary is commensurate with ex-
perience, plus an excellent benefits pack-
age. Apply: Administration Department,
Rouss City Hall, 15 N. Cameron Street,
Winchester, VA 22601. Applications should
be received no later than July 31, 2008.
540/667-1815 ext. 1449. TDD 540/722-0782.
www.winchesterva.gov. We are an Equal
Employment Opportunity-Affirmative Ac-
tion employer. We do not discriminate on
the basis of race, religion, color, gender,
age, national origin or disability.
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